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“[Borges] quotes a ‘certain Chinese encyclopaedia’ in which it is written that ‘animals are divided 
into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) 
fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) 
drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) 
that from a long way off look like flies’. In the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we 
apprehend in one great leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is demonstrated as the exotic 
charm of another system of thought, is the limitation of our own”. (Foucault,	1970	p.	XV).	
	
Fig.	10.	The	heterogenous	territories	of	the	Décodex	network.	
	
LINKING	PATTERNS	IN	THE	DÉCODEX	NETWORK	
Now	that,	by	means	of	visual	exploration,	we	have	defined	a	heterogenous	but	hermeneutically	robust	
partitioning	of	our	network,	we	can	use	it	as	a	basis	for	a	statistical	analysis.	While	praising	the	
advantages	of	the	visual	interpretation,	we	are	also	aware	that	not	all	structural	properties	can	be	
rendered	visually.	The	direction	of	edges	or	the	connection	between	different	classes,	in	particular,	are	
not	easily	read	in	network	images.	These	questions,	however,	can	be	investigated	by	other	means	once	
the	partitioning	of	the	network	has	been	defined.	
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Fig.	11.	Distribution	of	the	number	of	nodes	per	category	
Fig.	11	shows	the	distribution	of	nodes	in	the	regions	identified	in	our	final	classification	(see	figure	10),	
to	which	we	have	added	the	‘satirical’	websites	(which	we	discussed	above	but	not	included	in	figure	10	
for	the	sake	of	legibility)	as	well	as	“other	reliable”	and	‘other	unreliable’.	These	two	residual	categories	
comprise	together	about	one	fifth	of	the	nodes	of	the	network.	This	relatively	high	figure	is	not	
uncommon.	Given	the	heterogeneity	of	the	networks	they	work	with,	social	scientists	and	journalists	
should	aim	at	classifications	that	are	robust	and	insightful	(capable	of	delineating		homogenous	zones	in	
the	graph)	rather	than	comprehensive.	
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Fig.	12.	Connectivity	between	the	categories	of	our	final	classification.	
Rows	convey	how	many	time	the	nodes	of	a	given	category	cites	the	nodes	of	other	categories.	
Columns	convey	how	many	time	the	node	of	a	given	category	are	cited	by	the	nodes	of	other	categories.	
Our	empirical	categories	are	powerful	tools	to	unveil	different	linking	strategies	in	the	network.	Figure	12	
above	presents	the	links	in	the	corpus	aggregated	by	categories.	As	we	can	see,	not	all	categories	cite	or	
are	cited	the	same	way.	‘French	national	media’	and	‘platforms’	are	much	cited	and	by	various	actors	
(their	columns	contain	larger	circles),	while	‘satirical’	websites	are	scarcely	cited	(their	column	is	almost	
empty).	Platforms	do	not	cite	much,	but	this	is	merely	a	consequence	of	our	method	since	(as	explained	
above)	most	of	them	had	not	been	not	crawled.	‘Right-wing’,	conspiracy	theorist	and	other	‘unreliable’	
websites	are	on	the	contrary	the	origins	of	the	highest	number	of	citations	and,	very	interestingly,	they	
seem	to	favour	“reliable”	sources	over	“unreliable”	ones.	As	expected,	the	reliable	websites	do	not	link	
back	to	them,	and	this	asymmetry	reveals	an	important	hierarchy.	To	investigate	this	linking	pattern,	we	
will	compare	the	incoming	and	outgoing	links	of	some	of	the	most	interesting	categories.	
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fig.	13.	Hierarchical	structure	in	the	corpus,	based	on	our	final	categories.	Black	arrows	on	the	right	side	summarize	the	
links	structure	between	these	categories.	
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fig.	14.	Simplified	version	of	the	statistical	analysis	presented	in	figure	13.	
This	kind	of	hierarchical	structure	is	common	on	the	web	and	has	been	explained	as	a	consequence	of	
preferential	attachment	(Barabási	&	Albert,	1999):	actors	tend	to	link	to	other	websites	that	they	perceive	
as	higher	in	the	hierarchy	and	avoid	linking	to	those	that	they	perceive	as	lower.	This	style	of	preferential	
attachment	whereby	smaller	actors	link	to	establishment	actors	without	reciprocation	of	the	linking	act	
has	elsewhere	been	called	“aspirational	linking”	(Rogers,	2013).	Links	in	a	network	do	not	always	
produce	a	hierarchy	of	categories	but	this	behaviour	does.	This	linking	pattern	and	the	way	it	fits	our	
empirical	categories,	may	suggest	an	alternative	way	to	characterise	the	trustworthiness	being	
investigated	by	Le	Décodeurs:	reliable	sources	are	cited	by	all	types	of	websites,	while	unreliable	sources	
are	only	cited	by	few	other	types	(if	any).	
This	observation	is	in	many	ways	at	odds	with	what	is	often	affirmed	about	“post-truth	era”	in	which	we	
have	supposedly	landed.	While	fake	news	is	said	to	leverage	the	horizontality	of	digital	media	to	blur	the	
boundaries	between	true	and	false,	the	linking	patterns	of	the	(French)	information	spheres	suggest	a	
different	picture.	Despite	their	different	ideological	leanings,	all	websites	agree	on	the	overall	hierarchy	of	
reliability	by	citing	in	one	sense	and	not	in	the	other.	The	‘right-wing’	websites,	for	example,	try	to	blur	
the	lines	by	citing	both	their	peers	and	more	reliable	sources,	but	they	also	try	to	draw	a	line	between	
them	and	the	even	less	reliable	‘conspiracy	theorist’	websites.	Whatever	its	position	in	the	pyramid	of	
hyperlinking,	every	actor	tries	to	improve	its	situation	by	linking	upwards	to	authorities	above,	and	not	
linking	to	less	reputable	websites	below,	thus	reinforcing	the	hierarchy.	
	
CONCLUSION	
This	chapter	discussed	the	visual	exploration	of	networks	with	the	aim	of	improving	the	understanding	of	
one	of	the	dominant	visual-analytical	forms	of	our	digital	age	–		the	network	diagram	–	and	its	potential	
role	in	relation	to	the	study	and	practice	of	digital	journalism.	Drawing	on	graph	semiotics	and	traditional	
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cartography,	this	chapter	proposed	a	model	whereby	the	interpretation	of	network	topology	with	its	
regions,	paths,	cores	and	peripheries,	is	guided	by	three	visual	variables:	position,	size	and	hue.	The	
process	that	we	described	is	one	that	emphasizes	the	exploratory	and	iterative	character	of	the	
investigation.	While	counter-intuitive	at	first,	we	emphasised	that	in	order	to	surface	the	multiple	logics	
that	play	out	in	the	structure	of	a	network	graph,	analysis	should	not	limit	itself	to	one	classificatory	
principle.	Multiple	heterogeneous	criteria	of	classification	are	often	necessary	to	characterize	the	
topology	of	a	network	map.	Finally,	we	advocated	for	mixing	methods,	complementing	visual	network	
exploration	with	statistical	analyses	in	order	to	further	characterise	network	properties.		
	
Through	the	case	study	of	French	media	hyperlink	map,	we	tried	to	shown	how	the	visual	exploration	of	
networks	reveals	new	angles	which	other	analyses	may	leave	unexplored.	In	this	case	the	chapter	
illustrated	an	alternative	way	to	assess	websites’	reliability	that	complements	the	traditional	fact-
checking	approach	of	qualifying	content	with	an	examination	of	the	linking	patterns	between	different	
regions	of	the	network	as	reputational	markers	(Rogers,	2013).	In	this	analysis	thus	we	have	combined	
the	manual	classification	of	reliability	undertaken	by	Le	Monde’s	journalists	with	the	standing	of	a	source	
according	to	the	hyperlinks	that	it	receives	and	gives.	This	approach	enabled	us	to	bring	fresh	findings	to	
current	debates	around	fake	news.	In	spite	of	the	proliferation	of	fabricated	content	of	various	shades,	
reputation	hierarchies	on	the	web	seem	to	be	maintained	(at	least	to	some	extent),	as	fake	and	hyper-
partisan	sites	deploy	aspirational	hyperlinking	styles	which	favour,	perhaps	surprisingly,	authoritative	
sources.		
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